
1 | P a g e  
 

Sunday Teachings 2016  

Eleventh Teaching 

Geshe Lobsang Dhonyoe  

July 24, 2016  

Dhargyey Buddhist Centre 
 

Sangha refuge precepts 

Let me resume from where we left off. Last week we were talking the precepts of the three jewels and 

this morning I will talk briefly about the precepts of going for refuge in Sangha. If you can recall, there 

are two precepts that we were talking about: prohibitive and proactive.  

Once you go for refuge to Sangha, one is prohibited from (i) associating with people who hold extreme 

distorted views, such the thirtikas as well as people who perform serious and grave negative actions, 

and (ii) befriending them – the two are prohibited. Simply it means, once you go for refuge to Sangha 

you are not allowed to cultivate the friendship of people, or not associate with people holding extreme 

nihilistic and distorted views.  

What is proactive precept? Proactive precept of going for refuge in Sangha is to have a sense of 

reverence and regard for even the saffron and maroon colours that are the colours of robes of Sangha 

members who hold any of the seven classes of individual emancipation vows. Although the real 

Sangha are Arya beings, what we see in the world who take after them are [ordained] human sangha 

members. The colours they use are to be held in reverence.  

We need to be clear about the prohibitive and proactive precepts, what going for refuge to each of 

the three jewels entails. We need to remain within the bounds of the precepts, or else refuge in three 

jewels will cease in the continuum of our mindstream.  

The benefits of refuge 

Conversely, if we properly go for refuge in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha at all times – in good and bad 

– if the principle of refuge is solidly grounded, then the following benefits will accrue to one. Firstly, 

one’s material and spiritual welfare here in this life, and hereafter in subsequent lifetimes, will be 

naturally accomplished. Secondly, it would lead to the development of inconceivable degrees of 

spiritual heights or qualities. Thirdly, it will help one develop the real ideals of the teaching: 

compassion and love for all sentient beings. Ultimately, refuge in three jewels will help achieve the 

incomparable highest state of Arya beings – meaning that of Buddhahood.   

The citation that I’ve just read says,  

If the merit a person gathers from refuge in three jewels were to have a physical 

nature, the merit would be so immense that the entire three great world systems 

would be too small a container to hold the merit. 

Likewise, the quantity and volume of the water in the oceans cannot be measured by 

hand-scoops. Similarly, if you go for refuge in the three jewels the merit is so immense 

that no measuring devices wold be enough to have a precise calculation of the merit.  

Even if one were to commit a minor negative action here and there, the power of the merit from 

refuge in three jewels would easily nullify the seriousness of those consequences. So if one 

wholeheartedly turns to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, minor negative actions will not eclipse the 

power of one’s spiritual practice. There is a sense of security from the merit that refuge gives to one.  
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Further, there are other benefits:  

1. One becomes a fully-fledged Buddhist by going for refuge in the three jewels;  

2. Refuge forms the basis of any precepts and vows one may wish to take after refuge in the 

three jewels;  

3. All past negative actions would swiftly be removed and overcome;  

4. Refuge in the three jewels helps to bring to fruition spontaneously all your wishes;  

5. With refuge in three jewels, one will not be affected adversely by humans and non-humans. 

Humans my plot different things against one, but it will be rendered futile; nor can non-human 

beings affect one with refuge.  

6. Should one die with a sound heartfelt refuge in three jewels, one will not fall down into one 

of the three lower realms of existence; refuge protects one from falling to a lower rebirth.  

7. Finally, swiftly one will attain the state of Buddhahood.  

There are these and other benefits of refuge in the three jewels.  

We have spent quite some time talking about refuge on Sundays. It is time well spent because refuge 

is the foundation of entire Buddhist practice. If only we genuinely, and with a sense of desperation 

because our situation is quite serious, turned to the three jewels, then we will enjoy all those benefits 

listed earlier. Nothing is as important as refuge. If only one had conviction, then there is no doubt one 

will receive a positive response, immediate help from three jewels. In times of difficulty, when you 

feel you have no one to turn to, you needn’t feel lonely because no one is as dependent, reliable as 

the three jewels. Without feeling desperate, without feeling depressed when human help is not 

forthcoming from different quarters, you needn’t feel depressed or lonely. Have the conviction that 

the three jewels are there and then turn to them with conviction and a sense of desperation.  

One of the benefits is that you will not be affected, you will not come under the sway of humans and 

non-humans who might be plotting untoward actions that intent to bring you maximum harm. But 

you remain invincible, protected – only if you have strong conviction.  

Losang: Tibetans have a lot of conviction in the three jewels, yet they have lost their country. The 

refuge vow says if you turn to the three jewels, you will not be affected. The Tibetans have not been 

protected. Why? 

Geshe-la: the Tibetan situation is a karmic situation. In the sutras there are many places where it says, 

“If you read this sutra it will have immense benefit, unless the karma has ripened.” There is the 

condition unless the karma has ripened. In response to your question, whilst Tibetans may feel 

undone, they need to acknowledge the collective national karmic debt, whatever karmic debt they 

have committed. The Tibetan calamity is not circumstantial. When it says, “You will not be affected by 

humans and non-humans, short of karmic control,” [it means] you will not be incidentally and 

circumstantially affected by humans and non-humans.  

Here, you needs to be careful: many a time such situations will happen where you are confronted with 

some trouble, problem, and health issues whatever. Then you pray to, you entreat the three jewels, 

but nothing seems to go well and situation the problem still remains unchallenged and unremoved. 

At such times, one may feel disillusioned about the power of the three jewels. One must protect 

oneself, make sure that one doesn’t lose conviction in the three jewels at such times because whereas 

the Buddha has himself said in the sutras, unless the karma has ripened, the benefit will be such [and 

such]… When a misfortune has befallen one the karma has come to fruition. When the karma comes 

to fruition, nobody in the entire universe will undo what one has done and the fruition has taken place. 

Once the fruition has taken place, nobody can help, despite one’s wholehearted turning to the three 
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jewels and so on. Where Buddhas can help is, to turn to them before the fruition of karma happens. 

As well, we can turn to Buddhas and three jewels to help prevent interferences and unfavourable 

circumstances.  

Audience: Also targeted purification, wouldn’t that help the karma from ripening? Intense purification 

practices? There may be behaviours you see coming in your mind and you see that it’s not good, so 

you target it with purification.  

Geshe-la: In the context of karma and in the context of lifetimes, suppose a person has performed 

some negative action in the past. If that remains un-cleared, un-purified and if the action happens to 

be a kind of action whose result must be experienced in the immediate subsequent lifetime, then it 

looks like the person has no choice but to experience the consequence.  

However, although it doesn’t happen in the scientific Western world, people in the East go to see 

astrologers. Astrologers looks into the life of the person and so on. The astrologer says, “You need to 

be careful about your health or your business: you are likely to face some interferences and 

hindrances.” Then they will also advise certain scriptures to be read and so on. Such things can be 

averted by going for refuge and so on.  

Whatever precepts you have, particularly if you have novice monk and nun or the fully ordained monk 

and nun vows, lay Buddhist vows – whatever precepts you have – precepts form a strong resistance 

to avert [negativities.] Therefore if only one keeps the precepts well, they will certainly form a wall of 

resistance and no amount of external hindrances will harm one.  

Anecdote 

In Kham, far south-eastern Tibet, there was a monastery of Nyingma Tibetan Buddhism. The abbot of 

the monastery was Achung, from whom I received vows. As a daily routine, they have early morning 

prayer sessions and all the monks have to go and attend the prayer session because they will hear the 

loud gong ringing. You get up and go to the prayer assembly hall. Nearby the monastery there was a 

small dwelling, a small house. The problem was, whoever used that small dwelling always suffered 

serious problems. Many died through unfortunate circumstances and many were said to have 

committed suicide, hanging themselves from the ceiling.  The issue was so serious that no monk dared 

to use that place.  

However, another monk, a really good monk was brave and started using the house. Before he went 

in, he was advised by many of his friends not to use the house and [they] told him of previous instances 

of harm. Again, as part of daily routine when the large gong was hit, monks went to the prayer hall for 

morning prayer. He was slightly late. When he was late, he was told off and punished by the monastic 

disciplinarians who are really strict. Before that, because he had been such a nice monk, nobody had 

ever told him off about anything as there was no need. That day when he was told off and punished, 

given a light corporal punishment, he felt really sad and depressed and he went back to that haunted 

place. He thought of doing the same thing, throwing the rope up to the ceiling. Being a nice man, 

nobody had to tell him off or punish him; for the first time in his life he felt publically humiliated and 

undone and he wanted to take his life.  

A Tibetan dwelling makes such an act possible, so it is easy to throw the rope; it was easy for him to 

prepare a platform to stand on. After having fully prepared, he didn’t do it, he just sat on his cushion 

and looked at what he had just done. He looked at the rope, the noose, and he looked at himself, to 

the right and the left, contemplating when to do it. Just before he saw his bowl. In the bowl was left-
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over roasted barley flour dough that he hadn’t completely eaten the previous day. Then he said to 

himself, “I’ll first have this tsampa (roast barely flour dough mixed with butter) and then do it.”  

He had his bowl in his left hand, and in the right he was eating his tsampa and looked at the hole in 

the noose. From the noose a hand showed and said, “Come on!” As soon as he saw the hand signalling 

to come up there, at once he realised how the force of interference harmed other people in the past. 

So he threw the dough up to the hand and hit the hand which disappeared, and then he came to his 

sense that it was wrong to think of doing such a thing and he saved himself.  

The long and the short of this story is if you have the precepts intact, despite depressing 

circumstances, one will be protected from interferences coming from different sources. If you don’t 

have some protection, such as from the three jewels, if it happens to be a bad day we could become 

the easy victim of such interference. Finally, if we genuinely feel the need to go for refuge and then 

wholeheartedly go for refuge to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha – as the Tibetan phrase said, “From the 

bony depth of our heart,” – if we turn to the three jewels, we will be protected and guided from 

untoward quarters and guided on the path towards liberation and enlightenment. In good times, 

especially in good times, we need to remain within refuge.  

Normally it’s human nature to think of help from other sources when one is in a difficult situation. 

When one is doing well one becomes totally distracted, carefree and a sense of how utterly dependent 

we are on others doesn’t stay in the mind. What we need to do is we need to depend on the Buddha, 

Dharma and Sangha through thick and thin, in good weather and fair weather. Especially in fair 

weather when things go well, always think at the back of one’s mind [that] it is keeping within the 

refuge precepts and three jewels that one has managed to have success and enjoy success and not 

become too carried away with it.  

It is for this reason we spent a long time [on this topic], because all of us need to know who we are 

turning to when we do refuge practice. We turn to Buddha and we talked about what a Buddha is, 

qualities a Buddha or Buddhas have; what Dharma is, the qualities Dharma has; and what Sangha is 

and what qualities Sangha has. We need to be clear about who we turn to.  

Our need to depend on the three jewels is not just a temporal need; ours is an ultimate need, a need 

for realisation of our ultimate goal to be free from cyclic existence. When people don’t have the utter 

need of the three jewels, for that ultimate goal, then people can lose focus. For example, when China 

came to Tibet, through indoctrination some Tibetans were easily misled by propaganda. They started 

declaring Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are liars, they don’t exist. They were easily misled because they 

were not grounded in the crux of the matter.  

Meditation 

So the time is up, so shall we meditate for five minutes. Imagine yourself being surrounded by all 

sentient beings and moved by your sense of bodhichitta, induced by love and compassion for all 

sentient beings, please feel that collectively one and all sentient beings now turn to three jewels and 

then wholeheartedly take three jewels as ultimate refuge. As we saw during another teaching called 

the Hundred Deities of the Joyous Land, we need to feel the presence of Lama Tsong Khapa with us at 

all times. Among other benefits, it will also be the cause of a sense of embarrassment and shame 

because if we think to ourself on the verge of doing a negative action, untoward action, if you think, 

“I can’t, I shan’t do this for Lama Tsong Khapa is just before me,” that sense of being in the presence 

helps one becomes more introspective.  

 


